PREFACE
This book began with a request from the editors of Interpretation to write an essay on John Calvin's exposition of the prophet Isaiah. Although I taught a regularly scheduled seminar on Calvin, I had never written about him and was at the time deeply involved in Luther studies. Nevertheless, I welcomed the invitation to write on Calvin as a pleasant diversion from Luther research. After all, I reasoned, we sometimes see old issues in a clearer light if we take a vacation from them and occupy our minds with something new. So I plunged into Calvin studies like a tourist on an unexpected holiday, secure in the knowledge that, however far I wandered from familiar sights and sounds, I could in the end return safely home.
But Calvin studies began to exercise their own fascination for me and I turned back to them with increasing frequency. What especially engaged my imagination was Calvin's biblical exegesis. It is now common for Calvin scholars to assert that Calvin cannot be understood from the Institutes alone. All of his writings-his letters, treatises, and commentaries as well as successive editions of his Institutes-contribute to a right understanding of the man and his thought, and none can be omitted without real loss.
The commentaries in particular are important, not only because the sixteenth century witnessed an unprecedented explosion of biblical studies, but also because they provide an opportunity for comparative study that is difficult to achieve in any other way. After all, not every striking insight in Calvin's writings is original with him and not every opinion he expresses is a hard-won and deeply felt conviction. Like any Christian theologian of the sixteenth century, Calvin spends a good deal of his time repeating theological and exegetical commonplaces, none of which are seriously disputed by his theological critics. To be sure, Calvin phrases traditional ideas elegantly, briefly, and clearly-at times one might even say, luminously. But an elegantly phrased commonplace is still a commonplace. By reading what Calvin and his contemporaries read, by comparing one commentator with another, we are better able to distinguish Calvin's original insights from the ordinary traditions he repeats. Calvin in Context attempts to illuminate Calvin's thought by placing it in the context of the theological and exegetical traditions-ancient, medieval, and contemporary-that formed it and gave it its particular texture. The range of issues it addresses is almost as wide as the Reformation itself. The book deals with such questions as the knowledge of God, the nature and extent of God's power, the influence of scholasticism, the role of law, the relation of the two testaments, the problem of iconoclasm, the quest for a more adequate exegetical methodology, the definition of sexual morality, the character of prophetic vision, the nature of the believing self, the authority of early Christian writers, the doctrines of justification and predestination, the sacraments of baptism and the eucharist, the place of monastic ideology, and the role of the state and the civil magistrate. Along the way, it attempts to clarify the substance of Calvin's quarrels with Lutherans, Catholics, Anabaptists, and assorted radicals from Ochino to Sozzini.
Although composed as a series of discrete essays, the book can serve as a general introduction to Calvin's thought. What sets it off from standard introductions to Calvin is the range of primary sources it engages and the method it develops. The context it provides for understanding Calvin is not a generalized picture of the later Middle Ages and Renaissance drawn from secondary literature, but a context provided by the writings of Calvin's own contemporaries and the rich sources on which they drew. No search for the historical Calvin will be successful if it abstracts him from the company of his contemporaries and leaves him alone and vulnerable in the company of historians.
Such a book could not have been written without access to the large collection of sixteenth-century biblical commentaries and theological treatises in the Herzog August Bibliothek in Wolfenbiittel, Germany. I am especially grateful to the National Endowment for the Humanities, the Forschungsbereich of the Herzog August Bibliothek, and the Duke University Research Council for generous grants that enabled me to spend the summers of 1986, 1988, 1990, and 1992 in the reading room of the Zeughaus in Wolfenbiittel surrounded by piles of rare and priceless books. Anyone who has spent time in the Herzog August Bibliothek knows how much scholars who work there owe to the remarkable former director, Professor Paul Raabe, and his knowledgeable staff. I am particularly indebted to Dr. Sabine Solf, the head of research, whose encouragement and flexibility made my stays in Wolfenbiittel more productive than I had any reason to hope they could have been.
Many of the essays in this book were first given as papers at the American Society of Church History, the Society of Biblical Literature, the Society for Reformation Research, the Verein fur Reformationsgeschichte, the phhhhj.
Calvin Studies Society, and the Renaissance Society of America. Others were offered as lectures at Princeton Theological Seminary, Eden Theological Seminary, Concordia Theological Seminary (Ft. Wayne), Gettysburg Lutheran Theological Seminary, Waterloo Lutheran Theological Seminary, Hendrix College, Wheaton College, and the universities of Bonn, Geneva, and Arizona. I am grateful to my hosts on those occasions and to the audiences whose questions helped me think through issues that were incompletely formulated or confusingly stated. I am also grateful to Professors Susan E. Schreiner of the University of Chicago and Richard A. Muller of Calvin Theological Seminary, who read through the completed manuscript and offered helpful criticism. The mistakes that remain are, of course, all mine.
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